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The Mexican government has filed a complaint before the World Trade Organization (WTO)
alleging that the US has violated the rules of fair trade with a ban on imports of Mexican
cantaloupes. The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) imposed the ban in late October, linking
four separate outbreaks of salmonella to cantaloupes imported from Mexico. The salmonella cases
resulted in two deaths and 18 other cases of food poisoning. Salmonella bacteria is especially
harmful to children, the elderly, and those with immune-system disorders. The FDA said the ban
would remain in place until Mexico can prove its cantaloupes are grown under sanitary conditions.
The US action prompted Mexico to bring the issue before the WTO. In its complaint filed before
the multilateral organization in Geneva, the Mexican government said the FDA did not prove that
the cantaloupes that caused the food poisoning were actually grown in Mexico. The decision to
impose the ban without proper scientific research violates the WTO agreement on sanitary and
phytosanitary measures. "The US has not presented the appropriate scientific evidence to link the
salmonella cases to the cantaloupe imports," said Javier Trujillo Arriaga, who heads the health unit
at the Secretaria de Agricultura, Ganaderia, Desarrollo Rural, Pesca y Alimentacion (SAGARPA).
Enrique Lobo, an agricultural expert at the Mexican Embassy in Washington, said the US
government did not even bother to consult with Mexico on the decision. "The FDA made its
decision without consultation and without any immediate triggering incident involving food safety,
even after seven months of close cooperation". Even though Mexico has proceeded with its WTO
complaint, the Fox administration has offered a compromise proposal to create a certification
program to identify cantaloupe growers who maintain good safety standards.
SAGARPA acknowledged that US health authorities had detected salmonella in some cantaloupes
from Mexico last year, but Mexican authorities had taken the proper steps to correct the problem.
"We were working cooperatively to address the issues of concern to the FDA and were making
significant progress," said Lobo. Mexico, the primary source of cantaloupes imported by the US,
shipped almost 140,000 metric tons north of the border in 2001, according to the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA).
This is the second high-profile case in the last five years in which US authorities have imposed a
health-related embargo on imports of Mexican fruit. In February 1997, US health authorities placed
a health quarantine on imports of Mexican strawberries, which were blamed for an outbreak of
Hepatitis A among school children in Michigan. The strawberries were labeled as a California
product, but authorities traced their origin to Mexico (see SourceMex, 1997-04-09).
As with the strawberries, the cantaloupes were imported from Baja California state (1998-05-06).
The new US restrictions prompted strong concerns among fruit producers in that state. But Baja
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California agriculture officials say the cantaloupes produced can easily gain health certification. "We
don't think this (ban) is going to affect us, because we have a really high standard," said Manuel
Quintero Meza, a high-ranking state agriculture official. "Our agriculture industry is very capable
and will be able to maintain sanitary conditions." (Sources: Notimex, 11/12/02; The News, 11/14/02;
La Cronica de Hoy, 11/13/02; Novedades, 11/13/02; AgJournal, 11/18/02; The San Diego UnionTribune, 11/19/02)
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